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INTRODUCTION

About 300 natural resourcespecialists,managers,
policy makers,andresearchersconvenedduring May,
1996 in Boise, Idaho to: (1) sharesuccessfuland un-
successfultechniquesand methodsused in the quest
to find efficient, safe, ecologically appropriate fire
managementapproaches;(2) engagein discussionof
the unknownsand “what ifs” that impedeimplemen-
tation of improvementsto current fire management
policy; (3) discussfire managementissues,currentpol-
icies, andunderlyingphilosophieswhich act as disin-
centives, and/or can not succeedover the long haul
becausethey are intrinsically illogical and/orecologi-
cally indefensible;(4) relate instanceswhere policy
hasfacilitatedgood fire managementpractices;and(5)
identify potentially conflicting laws and regulations,
andsuggestremedies.

As usual, the setting, facilities, speakers,posters,
and entertainmentall met the high standardsthat are
a hallmark of Tall TimbersFire EcologyConferences
(TTFEC’s).Highlights includedthe excellentKomarek
Memorial Lecture by Dr. StephenPyne from Arizona
State University, an outstandingpanel discussionof
the political and philosophicalissueslimiting the use
of prescribedfire assembledand moderatedby Frank
Cole (then with USD1, FWS), andthe PosterSession
put togetherby Paula Seamon (The Nature Conser-
vancy).If you did not attendthe conference,aperusal
of theseproceedingswill illustrate the breadth and
depth to which fire managementissues were ad-
dressed.Of courseyou will not havefirsthand infor-
mation about those presentationsthat were not sub-
mitted in written form, andyou missedtheenthusiasm,
slides,asides,andhumorthatembellishedmany of the
talks. For example,The Secretaryof the Interior had
exceededthe time allotted him to addressthe Conven-
tion. The moderatorwho happenedto be a fire ecol-
ogist with the Fish and Wildlife Service tappedthe
Secretaryon the shoulderand began by saying, “1
probably won’t havea job by this time tomorrow...
to which the attendees(and luckily the Secretary)
eruptedin laughter. I think this informal atmosphere,
which is also a characteristicof TTFEC’s, promotes
camaraderie,learning, and the forging of new friend-
ships. I personallyfind it very rewardingto renewold
acquaintancesand chat with people at all stagesof
their careers,from all cornersof our planet,who are
involved with the full spectrumof fire management-
related activities. I invariably take home knowledge
(often picked up in conversation)that I can apply to
my work.

The quality of the conferencepresentationsvaried
as it alwaysdoes.However, I wasimpressedwith the
overall merit of the subject matter containedin the
papers.It was particularly gratifying to hear the suc-
cessstories from the westernU.S. In my job, I tend
to hearmoreaboutthe barriersto prescriptionfire. The
conferenceorganizersdo not make “best paper” se-
lections for specialrecognition so I will also refrain
from recommendingspecific papersand leave you to
find your own tidbits of information(but, I assureyou,
they are there).Suffice it to say,therewerenumerous
excellentpaperscovering a wide array of fire man-
agementtopics.

PUTTING THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE

The remainderof my summary will attempt to
place the 2Oth TTFEC in perspective.This has, how-
ever,provedto be more difficult than I, at first, envi-
sioned.WhenI agreedto write aconferencesummary,
I naively assumedI could simply take a retrospective
look back to the conferenceandmakesomeobserva-
tions regarding the impact it has had on eventsthat
havetakenplacesincethen. But now that I am actually
in the processof putting wordson paper,I havecome
to the conclusion that this undertakingis much like
reportingon negotiationsaimedat apeaceaccord.The
goal everyoneespouseswill, if implemented,result in
substantialbenefits;the significance of thesebenefits
and their ramifications to future generationswill be
enormous,although at the presenttime we can only
“guesstimate”their magnitude.Numerousothermeet-
ings have precededthis one, often without visible
signsof major progress,at least in part becausesome
playersappearedto haveother, less altruisticagendas.
Many attendeesat this meetingsharedan expectation
that a workable solution to the problem of too much
suppressionand not enoughprescriptionwill finally be
forthcoming.It is too earlyto tell. Pastmeetingshave
also generatedsuchoptimism,only to result in missed
opportunities and dashedhopes.The bottom line is
that I am cautiouslyoptimistic. I think we havea win-
dow of opportunity, but a numberof peoplehaveal-
ready stubbedtheir fingers on the sill.

Virtually all attendeesagreedthat the presentfire
managementsituation is untenable. In fact, I suspect
most natural resourcemanagersand a substantialma-
jority of interestedtechnocrats,bureaucrats,andpoli-
ticians agreethat many ecosystemsare showing in-
creasedsignsof stress,andthat fire is a major reason.
But is the culprit too much,not enough,or the wrong
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kind of fire? Theanswerdependsupon the community
in question.

The cycleof fuel accumulation,epidemiclevelsof
insect and disease,and catastrophicfire is untenable
to many, but this cycle is exactly the way many fire-
adaptedecosystemsare perpetuated.Othercommuni-
ties requirechronic, low-intensityfires. Such fires are
easyto control undermost conditions.Thesefires are
neithergood nor bad, they are simply nature’sway of
perpetuatingtheseecosystems.But they rarely maxi-
mize the economicreturn from the land and ignore
humanvaluesand expectations,which are oftenin di-
rectconflict with thesenaturalprocesses.Oneobvious
reasonthat reachingconsensuson a course of action
has proved so elusive is becausewe must integrate
humandesireswith exceedinglycomplex ecosystems
andthe myriad naturalprocessesinitiated, stopped,or
otherwiseinfluencedby fire. An array of methodolo-
gies will be necessaryas humandesiresand environ-
mentalconditionschangebothspatially andtemporal-
ly (although overall approachesmay be similar in
many cases).

WHAT GOT US TO WHERE WE
ARE TODAY?

Pleasebearwith me while I briefly summarizemy
view of what got us to where we are today. As John
Bethea (former Florida State Forester)used to say:
“You canno moreget to whereyou don’t know where
you’re going thanyou got to where you think you are
from where you don’t know where you’ve been.” In
otherwords, if we want to reacha specific objective,
we shouldknow where we startedfrom, how we got
to the presentsituation,andwhetherit is a stepin the
right direction in order to avoid further exacerbating
the situation.

The untenablesituation many resourcemanagers
currently face is the outcomeof a laudablecause:to
minimizethe resourcedamagecausedby fire. Thisde-
ceptively simple desireresultedin a policy of fire ex-
clusion vigorously adheredto by virtually all local,
state,andfederalagencies.This policy wasdoomedto
failure from the beginning. The individuals who for-
mulatedand implementedthe fire exclusionpolicy fit
in one or more of the following categories:(I) they
were unawareof the naturalhistory lessonsembodied
in those ecosystemsthat evolvedunder the influence
of periodic fire, (2) they ignored the examplesset by
past generationsof Native Americanswho learnedto
live with this naturalforce anduseits powerto protect
and facilitate their existence,(3) they wereproponents
of the view that humanscouldoverridenatureto reach
desiredoutcomes,(4) they intuitively knew without
benefit of the thought processthat wildland fire was
patently bad or, (5) they focused on a short-termso-
lution without due considerationof long-term ramifi-
cations.The reasonI mentionthesefactorsis because
they still encapsulatemuch of our thinking.

The casefor fire exclusionwas heatedlydebated
at the beginningof the 20”’ century,but as is often the

case,sciencewasignored,factsweredismissed,symp-
toms were mistakenfor the problem,perceptionwas
reality, andemotionthatplayedon fearcarriedthe day.
Fires were destroyingthe natural resourceand all too
often the humanresourceas well. Somethinghad to
be done.In the highly unlikely eventthat fire exclusion
turned out to be the wrong approach,the prevailing
opinion wasthatonecould changecourseat any time.
The truth of the matter was that oncethis path was
chosen,it becameincreasinglydifficult and costly to
changedirection.

It is relatively easy to successfullyreducethe oc-
currenceandextent of fire in fire-adaptedecosystems
over the short run. However, the more successfulfire
exclusionis in the short-term,the higher the potential
for catastrophicfire over the long-tenn. Thus, early
results weregenerally positiveand economicalwhich
fosteredthe notion that “the devil’s work of fire” was
being defeated.When setbacksoccurred,peoplemis-
takenly thought that with just a little moreeffort and
funding, the goal would be attained,thus beginning
the cycleof escalatingcatastrophes(bothnumbersand
magnitude)andescalatingfundingto preventthem.As
the numberandmagnitudeof setbacksincreased,these
eventssimply reinforced the contentionthat without a
fire exclusionpolicy, the situationwould be infinitely
worse. And, as momentumdevelopedto expandfire
exclusionefforts, thousandsof careerpathsopened,a
hierarchyformed, and reputationswere made. Those
overseeingthe effort hadevenless incentiveto change.
Thoseresearchersand landownerssuch as Tall Tim-
berswho hadthe gumptionto advocatethe useof fire
as a managementtool were ignored if not discrimi-
natedagainst.

THE INEVITABILITY OF FIRE
But the fact remainsthat the only known way to

perpetuatefire-adaptedecosystemsis through the ap-
plication of fire, whateverits ignition source.Ecosys-
temsare resilient, but if they are forcedbeyondtheir
limits of recovery,they will be replacedandextremely
difficult to restore.Thus, in the unlikely event fire is
kept out of a community overa time period that ex-
ceedsthe biological age of its fire-prone residents
(centuriesin many cases),the original ecosystemwill
havelong sincedisappearedandbeenreplacedby an-
other,which incidentally, will likely burn only under
more severeweatherconditions. In fire-adaptedeco-
systems,fire providesstability andbalance.

The Yellowstone fires of 1988 provided proof of
theecologicalinevitability of fire necessaryto convert
manyuninformed(or misinformed)people.This event
servedas the impetusfor bothpolicy makersandman-
agers at the highestlevels to addressthis nationwide
deterioratingsituationandtakecorrectiveaction.Since
then, the problem has beendeveloping consensuson
plans to return and/ormaintain the use of fire in such
ecosystemswhile protectinghumanhealth andsafety.
The situation is particularly difficult on those sites
where long fire-free periods have allowed the accu-
mulation of unnaturallyhigh, combustiblefuel loads.
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When fire is returnedto such sites,both fireline inten-
sity (a measureof the storedenergyreleasedas heat
in the flame front) andseverity(the impactof thisheat
releaseon the site) are usuallymuch higher than nor-
mal, resultingin unduedamageunlessextremecareis
taken. Therefore,eachprescriptionshouldbe site-spe-
cific.

THINKING BEYOND FUEL REDUCTION
One misconceptionharboredby somepeople is

that fuel reductionis an endin itself. Theybelievethe
problem can be solved by continuing to exclude fire
by simply removing excess (howeverthat is deter-
mined) fuels and utilizing them to benefit humans.
What they fail to graspis that the accumulationof fuel
is simply onesymptomof a lack of requiredfire. Na-
ture will continueto createconditionsconduciveto the
return of this mandatoryprocess.Without it, ecosys-
tern health will continueto deteriorate.Nonetheless,
many pulp and paper companiesare demonstrating
that fire can be excludedfrom southernsitesover the
short haul. They thoroughlypreparethe site, plant ge-
netically engineeredfast-growing trees, control un-
wantedherb andwoody understorygrowth with her-
bicides,removethe overstoryin 15 to 25 years,then
repeat the process.Although wildfires do occur, the
standcan often be salvaged,and evenif not, overall,
thesecompaniesare currently providing an attractive
rateof returnfor their investors.Suchplantationman-
agementpractices that exclude prescribedfire have
evolved for a numberof reasons,including the threat
of smoke-causedlitigation andpotential growth losses
dueto crownscorch.Of course,humanshaveno con-
trol over the amount,timing, or directionof pollutants
releasedby wildfire. Researchshows,however,that
faunal and floral biodiversity both suffer under this
managementsystem, and it remainsto be seenhow
many rotations can be sustained,evenwith periodic
remedialactionssuch as the applicationof fertilizer. I
include this examplenot to condemnthe practice,but
merely to point out that short-termfire exclusioncan
be successful.This forestmanagementsystemis much
like the row-cropsystemin agriculturethat societyhas
cometo dependupon. Neitherof thesesituationshave
much in common with naturalecosystems.

As the time fire is excludedlengthens,the proba-
bility of unwantedfire increases;however,the rateof
fuel accumulationvariesconsiderablydependingupon
the ecosystemin question.Vegetationthat is perpetu-
atedby short-intervalfires, suchassouthernpines,be-
gins accumulatingunnaturalfuel loads after just a few
years,while those in drier climates may take several
decades.Thosecommunitiesmaintainedby stand-re-
placementfiresusually takelonger(oftencenturies)to
developunnatural fuel loads. Simply removing these
fuels from a site will decreasethe probability of cat-
astrophicwildfire but it doesnot addressforest health
unlessfire is also reinstatedbecausefire governsahost
of mandatoryecosystemprocesses.At leastpartial re-
moval of theseaccumulatedfuelsis, on theotherhand,
often necessarybefore fire can be safely returnedto

an ecosystem.Many naturalprocessescan,in fact, be
applied or mimicked by humans.For example,evi-
dence to date suggeststhat the combinationof pre-
scribed fire and logging can be used to sustainnu-
merousecosystems.

RETURNING FIRE TO THE LAND

Before fire is returnedto an ecosystem,the specific
objectives of such an action, how it will be imple-
mented,andhow its successwill bejudgedshouldbe
determined.The decisionto returnfire to an ecosystem
entails many questions,some of which do not have
good answers.One of the first objectivesis to decide
what the ecosystemshould look like at variouspoints
in the future. Using an upland southernCoastalPlain
site as an example,a fire-return interval of 1, 2, 3, or
4 yearswill producedramaticvisualdifferences.Sea-
son of burn and type of fire (heading,backing, etc.)
are also important, but except for somespeciesthat
only produceviable seedafter growing seasonfires,
influence of thesefactors is generally overshadowed
by differencesin fire intensity and severity. Another
problem is that in virtually all cases,it is impossible
to exactlyre-createsomeprior ecosystembecausecon-
ditions and limiting factors are continually changing.
Altered water tables,global warming, naturalizedex-
otics, and the extinction of speciesare all anthropo-
genic reasons.Onecan notrealisticallygo backto the
period before European intervention and arrive at
“natural” conditions. To do so ignores the influence
of the extensiveuse of fire by Native Americansfor
thousandsof years upon the evolution of the plants
andanimalscomprisingthe ecosystem.Irrespectiveof
the plan of action, someform of adaptivemanagement
will almostalwaysbe a necessitybecauseof the many
unknowns.The key to successfulapplicationsof adap-
tive managementis to incorporatecomparativetestsof
managementhypotheses.Such an approachwill be
more useful than simpletrial and errorfor generating
knowledge.

Anotherproblemis miscommunication.It oftenis
the culprit whena touchy situationtakesa turn for the
worse.Onehasto look no further than the title of the
20”’ TTFEC for an example.The title infers that the
goal of the conferenceis to replacethe current stan-
dardoperatingprocedureof fire suppressionwith pre-
scription fire. That thought scaresme, partly because
I don’t know exactlywhat is meant.Regardlessof how
muchprescriptionfire is used,unwantedfires will still
occur, requiringa strong,quick-responsefire suppres-
sion capability to minimize resourcedamageandpro-
tect human health and safety. Replacing the word
“suppression” with “exclusion” would clarify the
goal and make it morepalatableto thosestakeholders
who took it literally.

SOME CAUTIOUS OPTIMISM

So why am I cautiously optimistic? Becausein
spiteof our collectiveinertia andpersonalmisgivings,
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numerouseventshave taken place or been initiated
sincetheconferencethatgive causefor optimism.Ex-
amples include new fire managementdirectives for
many agencies,dramaticallyincreasedprescribedfire
targetsfor suchagenciesas the USDA, ForestService,
the formation of committeesto addressfire manage-
ment issuesunder the auspicesof the Environmental
ProtectionAgency, workshopssponsoredby both reg-
ulators and fire managerssuch as the Wildland Fire
and Air Quality StrategicPlanWorkshopheld in the
fall of 1997, and increasedfire managementbudgets
(including $8 million dollars earmarkedby Congress
in FY98) to answerunknowns regardingthe role of
fire on ecosystemhealth, and establishmentof a na-
tional prescribedfire training center, to namea few.
Theseeventsdid not take place becauseof this con-
ference.They are, however~directly attributableto the
hard work and perseveranceof many dedicatedindi-
vidualsand organizations.I submit that this Tall Tim-
bersConferencereflects,accelerates,andencapsulates
thesepositive changesin fire management.

But we can not stop here. We must continuethe
momentum.It is incumbentupon eachof usto present
the factsto the public. An informedpublic will place
values on the alternatives and make informed deci-
sions.We needto stop sendingthe public mixed mes-
sages.Our dilemma is perhapsexemplifiedby Smoky
Bear;his messageis flawed,but therecontinuesto be
strong resistanceto changeit, in spiteof the fact that
many of his humanand animal friends havechanged
their messagesand now embracethe judicious useof
fire to promotesuchthings as wildlife andwildflowers.
Thousandsof yearsof history and numerousdefensi-
ble scientific studieshaveprovidedaknowledgebase.
Many questionsremainunanswered,but wewill never
have perfect information. Ecosystemsare incredibly
complex.Wecontinueto discoverinteractionsbetween
seeminglyunrelatedfactors.We must recognize,and
readily admit, that we cannotcontrol ecosystems.But
we canguide them,and throughadaptivemanagement,
strive to ensuretheir health.Fire is an ecological im-
perative.


